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By 1000 AD, printed books had been around in China 

for so long that Song-dynasty intellectuals no longer 
bothered writing about the technology that produced 
them. As a result, though the first texts were being printed 
as early as the seventh century, surprisingly little is known 
about the beginnings of this crucial invention. 


Yet Su Dongpo (1037-1101), one of the most lauded 
classical poets in Chinese history, lived through an equally 
momentous period in textual history — one which we 
thankfully know much more about. For various reasons 

— changing styles, more accessible training, and imperial 
patronage — printing exploded across China during Su 
Dongpo’s lifetime, making him part of the first generation 
of intellectuals whose work could be quickly and widely 
distributed. 


Scholars and officials soon made a habit of gifting printed 
copies of their latest works to each other — partly to 
curry favour, partly to prove their intellectual credentials. 
But of course, many of them may simply have wanted 

to nourish each other with art and letters. Historians are 
increasingly acknowledging this gift economy to be as 
important and necessary as the burgeoning market for 
printed books in the Song dynasty, which continues to be 
true today. 


The optimist in me finds something heartwarming about 
the fact that these officials celebrated promotions or 
achievements by gifting books, even if, as one collector 
complained, the recipient would never read them. And 
admittedly, reading about this vibrant community of 
bibliophiles from a millennium ago has always been an 
inspirational model for me and Rampion Press. 


Meanwhile, Su Dongpo wrote these two travel odes 
during a long period of exile. He had been banished in the 
first place as punishment for publishing a collection of 
scandalous poems. Yet he continued to write and publish, 
and most importantly, he continued to share food, wine, 
and poetry with his guests. Even if this book remains 
hidden and unread on someone's shelf, | hope it inspires 
all of my friends to do the same. 
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1 
First Ode to the Red Cliffs 


20 
Later Ode to the Red Cliffs 


In 208 AD, Cao Cao lost the Battle of the Red Cliffs, and 
with it, his hopes of unifying China. In the autumn of 1082, 
the Song-dynasty poet Su Shi (courtesy name Dongpo) 
visited those same Red Cliffs and wrote two odes. The 
Battle of the Red Cliffs looms so large in Chinese culture 
that one would struggle to find an equivalent in Western 
culture. The battle was a pivotal moment in Chinese 
history, as the warlord Cao Cao, then imperial chancellor, 
had united northern China as the four-century-old Han 
dynasty was collapsing, and was on the cusp of uniting 
the remaining half, south of the Yangtze River. Cao Cao 
was as famous as a poet as he was as a general, and 
when he saw the Red Cliffs — named so from the blood 
of drowned sailors — he was said to have held up his 
spear as he sang to the moon. Yet within a night, his fleet 
would be incinerated. The battle was mythologised in Luo 
Guanzhong’s fourteenth-century epic, the Romance of 
the Three Kingdoms, which is still widely read throughout 
East Asia and beyond. 


Su Dongpo was another such romantic enamoured by 
the Red Cliffs and what they have come to represent 

— lost hopes, the struggle for recognition, the heroism 

of a bygone era. Su Dongpo was already renowned in 
literate circles as a poet — posthumously labelled one 

of the Eight Masters of the Tang and Song periods — 

as well as an essayist, statesman, painter, calligrapher, 
travel writer, industrial administrator, and gourmet. Yet by 
1080, he had been purged and exiled after a lengthy and 
infamous censorship case over a series of popular poems 
he had written criticising the Song court. The exile lasted 
intermittently for thirty years. During this time, Su Dongpo, 
driven nearly to bankruptcy, survived on Buddhist 
meditation, poetry, and a small parcel of land donated to 
him by a friend. 


It was during this period of exile that Su Dongpo wrote 
his most famous poems, including the two Odes to the 
Red Cliffs. They grapple with the poet’s frustrations and 
the key question of impermanence, during a time when 
everything in his life seemed to be slipping away. The 
solution he reaches is that of communion — between 

Su Dongpo and his guests, between Confucian poetry 
and Buddhist philosophy, between past and present, and 
between transience and permanence. Su Dongpo and his 


nihilistic guest overcome the terrifying ennui of existence 
in the comfort of each other’s presence, resting on each 
other’s heads like ‘plates ... piled up here and there.’ 


What makes this text an interesting challenge to translate 
is its composite nature. Just as it discusses communion 
within its imagery, the text also seeks communion 
between vastly different literary styles. Su Dongpo 

wrote the Odes as a fu (fit), a type of poetic essay which 
had existed since 1000 BC, but had undergone radical 
changes by Su Dongpo’s era. Even then, he wrote with 
an immensely experimental fluidity, switching effortlessly 
between a straightforward, almost vernacular style 

and highly elevated classical verse. | have attempted 

to convey some of this variety within the translation. 
Moreover, Su Dongpo was writing under the weight of 

a tradition that was, by then, already more than two 
millennia old. Thus his Odes are filled to the brim with 
allusion to classical poems, religious texts, and historical 
references. For the sake of ease of comprehension, | 
have explained some of these in the notes where they 
are absolutely necessary for comprehension, but have 
chosen to omit some of the minute references so as not 
to overwhelm the reader. 
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21 
This second Ode to the Red Cliffs has never been as 
popular as the former, and in part, it is because its 
contents seem so different that by its existence alone it 
almost seems to invalidate the conclusion of the former. 
Where the former ostensibly records a real encounter, 
the latter is far more fantastical. Where the former is a 
dialogue, the latter is an internalised encounter. Where 
the former spoke of the Chu Ci and the extensive canon 
of Confucian literature, the latter is steeped in Daoist 
texts and mysterious folklore. Having ended the First Ode 
with some sense of closure, the reader is disoriented by 
this Later Ode with its anxious yearning. Here, the warmth 
of early autumn in the First Ode is replaced by the snow 
of late autumn. Everything has changed, and not even the 
poet can recognise this new landscape. 


Much more so than in the First Ode, Su Dongpo is acutely 
cognisant of his exile — even the fish he eats reminds 
him of home — and thus the poem literally seems to point 
homeward. This time, Su Dongpo’s answer to nihilism and 
existential melancholy seems not to be a harmonious 
compromise between permanence and transience, but 
rather a far more esoteric (and perhaps futile) desire to 
transcend the flow of time itself. 


Perhaps reflecting this unsettled angst, this Later Ode 
seems to refuse to provide a simple interpretation, and 
almost every verse contains potential for contradictory 
readings. As such, | will leave it to the reader to find 

their own meanings within this poem, and as with the 
First Ode, | have provided explanations only for those 
references which | have deemed absolutely necessary for 
comprehension. 
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The Red Cliffs 
Ink painting by Wu Yuanzhi based on 
Su Dongpo’s Odes, late 12" century 


OTHER TITLES IN THE SERIES 


Fifty Verses of the Thief 


Bilhana 


TWO ODES TO THE RED CLIFFS 
is aRAMPION PRESS book, 
created by DOWON JUNG 
and printed in 2024. 
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Bellflower books are a series of short 
illustrated chapbooks featuring old 
texts from around the world. 
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PRESS VOLUME 2 


